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Faith, Love,
and Hope
Paul mentions faith, love, and
hope at the beginning and end
of 1 Thessalonians:
• “We give thanks . . . constantly
remembering . . . your work
of faith and labor of love and
steadfastness of hope in our
Lord Jesus Christ” (1:3).
• “Put on the breastplate of
faith and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation”
(5:8).
Paul talks about “faith, hope,
and love” in 1 Corinthians 13:13,
and he lists “love” last because
he says there that it is the most
important of the three. In 1 Thessalonians, however, he lists “hope”
last because, for this church at this
time, the message of hope seems
to be what is most important. Paul
says that Timothy has brought him
a good report regarding the Thessalonians’ “faith and love” (3:6), but
he does not mention any good report about them excelling in hope.
When he goes on to say that he
wants to restore what is lacking
in their faith (3:10), many interpreters assume that he is speaking of
the missing element of hope. The
Thessalonians are famous for their
faith (1:8), and they abound in love
(3:12; 4:9–10), but they need to be
encouraged with a message of
hope (4:13, 18).
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1 Thessalonians

(2:3–6). They cared so deeply for the Thessalonians that they
worked overtime to earn their own keep and not be a burden on
anyone (2:8–9). Their conduct was “pure, upright, and blameless” (2:10). They did not even make the sort of demands that
it might have been appropriate for them to make as apostles;
they chose to forgo what would have been their due, for they
preferred to regard the Thessalonians as family rather than
as students or disciples. Indeed, family imagery in this letter
is both pervasive and diverse. First, Paul and his companions
say that while they were with the Thessalonians they filled the
role of parents; they were as tender and gentle as a nursing
mother (2:7), and they offered each individual fatherly advice
and encouragement (2:11). Then, when forcibly separated
from the Thessalonians, they felt as though they were the
children—the anguish made them feel like orphans (2:17).
And now, writing the letter, they regard the Thessalonians as
their “brothers and sisters”: the sibling terminology is used
a remarkable fifteen times in what is a fairly short letter (1:4;
2:1, 9, 14, 17; 3:2, 7; 4:1, 6, 9, 10, 13; 5:1, 12, 26).
Why does Paul spend so much time explicating the depth of
his devotion for the Thessalonians and reminiscing about the
nobility of his ministry and motives? Some scholars wonder
whether he might be on the defensive. Perhaps he has opponents or detractors in the city who are deriding his ministry in
ways that he wants to negate. It is also possible that some of
the Thessalonians might blame him for the persecutions that
they are suffering, persecutions that he himself has managed
to avoid by leaving town; thus, Paul goes out of his way to
let them know that he has suffered for their sake (2:2), that
he remains concerned for them (2:17–3:5), and that in some
sense he continues to share in their distress (3:4, 7).
It is also possible, however, that Paul offers this recap of his
ministry not for defensive reasons but rather as a model for the
Thessalonian Christians to follow as they become imitators
of him, sharing the word with others (1:6–8). Furthermore,
Paul may want to remind the Thessalonians how well they
were treated as a way of honoring them: they have suffered the
shame of being reviled by their own compatriots (2:14), but
they were (and still are) deemed worthy of exemplary devotion
from three prominent church leaders. Whatever their fellow

